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JOHN P. PETERS SYMPOSIUM
The Public Man Confronts a McCarthy Era
Witch-hunt
Catherine G. Roraback
Canaan, Connecticut
There was a period of six years or
more in Dr. John Punnett Peters' life when
he was subjected to what can only be
described as an ordeal. It began in 1949
with accusations of disloyalty and only
ended after a Supreme Court decision in
1955. Those familiar with it know it as
"the Peters case" [1].
Dr. Peters, who was born in 1887, was
already a mature young man before World
War I. He lived through that war, the years
of the twenties that followed, the Great
Depression, and World War II. By 1949,
when the disloyalty allegations were first
leveled, he was a man already pre-eminent
in the field ofmedicine. But far more than
that he was also a very active man outside
as well as within his profession. He was
committed to a vision of a democratic,
peaceful, just, and caring society, and one
where health care was available to all; and
he felt compelled to act on those beliefs. In
his day-to-day life he not only carried on
his professional life at Yale, but he also
carefully assumed responsibilities and
obligations in his society, in areas where
he felt he could make an impact and to
which he could devote sufficient time.
Dr. Peters' ordeal originated not with
McCarthy but long before his time with an
event in 1947, the significance and ulti-
mate impact ofwhich was not fully appre-
ciated by many at the time. That was when
President Harry Truman promulgated
Executive Order No. 9835, establishing
for the first time a comprehensive loyalty
screening program for employees of the
United States government. It affected not
only full- and part-time federal govern-
ment employees in Washington and other
parts of the country, but also applied to
persons holding contracts with the govern-
ment, consultants, merchant seamen, long-
shoremen, United States citizens holding
jobs with international organizations, and
employees of businesses and corporations
doing business with the government. It
established for the first time a formal,
structuralized framework for determining
and ensuring the "loyalty" of anyone hav-
ing such a relationship with the Federal
Government.
John Peters, among many other
things, was a part-time employee of the
U.S. Government through the consultative
work he did for the Public Health Service
and as an instructor to Army doctors. As a
part-time employee ofthe government, he
had already sworn an oath ofloyalty to the
country - sworn that he was not subver-
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sive. He had resented that he was required
to do this, as some of his correspondence
shows. As part-time consultant to the
Public Health Service, however, he was
now to be subjected to the new loyalty
program itself.
It all began with a letter he received
early in 1949 from the chairman of the
Board of Inquiry on Employee Loyalty,
the loyalty unit within the Public Health
Service, stating that, "The Board has
received information relating to your loy-
alty to the government of the United
States."
It was at one time estimated that some
four million or more loyalty proceedings
occurred between the years 1947 and
1953. John Peters was one ofthese. It was
not an unique situation, but Dr. Peters'
case went a far longer way than most, in
part because ofhis devotion not only to his
own reputation, but especially to his con-
viction that one could not do anything but
fight such a proceeding. Some of his
friends simply forwent any kind of gov-
ernment service, operating only in their
own special fields in their universities and
colleges, because they felt it was not worth
the effort to try to take on the burden of
fighting such proceedings. Not so, Jack
Peters. In a letter to a friend, he presented
a very forceful argument as to why it was
important, not to him so much, since he
was by this time a well-established person
in his profession, but to all of the younger
people who were more vulnerable profes-
sionally. Doing nothing, he felt, would be
a real betrayal of what was necessary in a
democracy.
The original eleven charges in this ini-
tial proceeding did not consist of accusa-
tions of any active participation in a meet-
ing or of advocating subversive ideas.
Eight of the eleven related to instances in
which his name is said to have appeared as
a "signer of open letters or appeals" print-
ed in newspapers. Some of these letters
and appeals were sponsored by organiza-
tions such as the National Federation for
Constitutional Liberties and in two
instances, the National Council of
American Soviet Friendship, which was
formed during the period when Russia was
our ally in the war. One statement from
1947 was sponsored by an organization
called the Civil Rights Congress. And he
was said to have been listed as a signer of
a 1941 statement to the president defend-
ing the Communist Party.
All of those organizations were at the
time legal in this country. It wasn't until
1947, with Truman's executive order, that
the Attorney General's List was estab-
lished. This was a list of organizations the
attorney general had found to be subver-
sive and which was challenged for years
thereafter and was eventually abandoned.
There were three additional incidents
that were mentioned in these charges:
Peters is described as a contributor to a
1939 publication of the International
Workers Order, an organization that was
not added to that list until 1947; he was
also said to be considered by the National
Federation for Constitutional Liberties to
be a person who might lobby against leg-
islation opposed by that organization; and
in 1943, his name appears as a sponsor of
the New Haven Chapter of the National
Council ofAmerican Soviet Friendship.
All of these charges are instances
involving speech, political petition, open
community action, none of them subver-
sive actions by my standards or even by
those of the most conservative Supreme
Courtjustices.
As part ofthe loyalty process that was
outlined in the original letter of January
1949, Dr. Peters was asked to reply to a
series of interrogatories, which he did. He
introduced his responses with a statement
that gives a wonderful picture ofwho Jack
Peters was and why he was acting as he
did: "I have answered this interrogatory to
the best of my ability. Anyone who has in
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causes, especially if he happens to hold
any position with reference to one ofthose
causes, is overwhelmed with correspon-
dence asking for sponsorship or support of
other liberal causes. In response to these
numerous communications, I've tried to
adhere to certain principles." One of them
was: "That the use of my name as a spon-
sor be permitted only for specific and
immediate purposes that, in myjudgment,
are consistent with my principles and
humanitarian desire to prevent suffering
and injustice..." He goes on to say that he
always assured himself of the character of
the organization and the character of the
persons who were participating in it in
order that he would not align himself with
ideas of persons with whom he truly dis-
agreed. Then he said, "I have tried not to
assume responsibilities which I could not
carry out, nor to continue such associa-
tions beyond the time when I believed the
usefulness of the organization or of my
services to it was ended." And finally: "It
is quite alien to my inherent curiosity and
my scientific training to subscribe not only
to communism, but also to other "isms." It
is to me a matter of the greatest impor-
tance to examine without prejudice all
political isms and to support, without
respect to persons, causes which may be
identified with one or another "ism" inso-
far as these causes seem to me beneficial
for the nation and humanity...I cannot
always inquire whether an individual is
Catholic, Protestant, or Jewish,
Republican, Democrat, or Communist
before allowing my name to appear with
his. The investigation that this would
involve would nullify every effort. On the
otherhand, I will accept no other's opinion
unsupported by fact nor rumor, nor what
seems to me prejudiced or otherwise
incredible testimony. I am forced tojudge
men by their expressions and their acts so
long as these are the only factual data
available."
He then went on to answer every
question they had put to him. A month
later, in February of 1949, he was advised
that this board found no reasonable
grounds for belief that he was disloyal.
It seemed to be over, but a year and a
half later in December of 1951, a second
proceeding was initiated by the agency
board, thanks to the prodding of the over-
all Loyalty Review Board of the Civil
Service Commission, which ordered the
Agency Board to reopen its proceedings.
Sixteen charges were given to him
this time, most of them repetitions of the
old ones. A hearing was held in New
Haven on April 1 and 2 ofthat year. Some
20 witnesses appeared forDr. Peters, some
ofthem in person, some by statement, but
among them was most of what might be
considered the Yale establishment -
Charles Seymour, former Yale President;
Charles Clarke, former Dean of the Yale
Law School and at the time a member of
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second
Circuit; Dr. C.E.A. Winslow, Dean of the
Medical School; Dr. C.N.H. Long,
Emeritus Professor of Public Health at
Yale; and Esther Lape, director of the
American Foundation. The lawyers in this
group were shocked at the proceeding
because the government produced no wit-
nesses nor any evidence to support a
charge of disloyalty on the part of Dr.
Peters. The board had available to it, with-
in its files, unsigned or signed but
unsworn-to statements ofthird parties, but
the contents of these statements and the
names ofthepersons who made them were
neverrevealed to Dr. Peters or his counsel.
On May 23, 1952, that board again
determined that Dr. Peters was indeed not
a disloyal person. But that was still not the
end ofthe ordeal for Dr. Peters.
Almost a full year later, on April 6,
1953, the Loyalty Review Board of the
Civil Service Commission itself reopened
this proceeding and, much to the shock of
the Yale community, the chairman of that32 Roraback: Remarks
board was one ofits own, Hiram Bingham.
Again there was a hearing in New Haven;
again Dr. Peters testified under oath on his
own behalf; again certain witnesses
appeared on his behalf. Again the govern-
ment submitted neither testimony nor
other evidence. Again, the Board had in its
files the statements that were never made
available to Dr. Peters or his counsel.
This time, however, only ten days
after the hearing and before there was a
transcript of it available, the commission,
in a letter signed by Mr. Bingham, found,
"There is reasonable doubt as to Dr.
Peters' loyalty to the government of the
United States." It was from that decision
that an appeal was taken, which ended
with the decision of the U.S. Supreme
Court.
One of Dr. Peters' first reactions was
to communicate with one of his friends in
the Public Health Service, saying that he
assumed that his grants wouldbe terminat-
ed and that, "This means practically the
complete extinction ofall my investigative
activities and those ofthe youngsters who
have been associated with me." And so to
protect his "youngsters," he arranged for
the transfer of his grants to others in the
Yale Medical School so that the work
could continue even though he could no
longer participate in it.
Another two years passed before the
Supreme Court, on June 6, 1955, finally
ended the matter. In the case that was by
then known as Peters v. Hobby, the Court
reversed the decision of the Loyalty
Review Board on the narrow ground that
the board had exceeded its powers. The
justices refused to consider the very gross
denials of due process suffered by Dr.
Peters, namely the board's acceptance of
so-called evidence that was mere hearsay
- statements of unidentified people who
were not subjected to cross examination,
statements not given under oath, state-
ments that were never even disclosed to
Dr. Peters or his counsel.
The case was remanded to the District
Court with the direction that the charges
against Dr. Peters be dismissed. The Court
also ordered that his grants be reinstated,
although that never happened as the deci-
sion occurred within months of Peters'
death.
His victory came too late for him to
resume his work and his life. But perhaps
he would be gratified to know that which
his case vividly impressed upon the Yale
community and indeed the nation. The
Peters case showed that the loyalty pro-
ceedings were not something tobe counte-
nanced or condoned in our country, and to
that extent he really won his battle.
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